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The Food Retail Environment Study for Health and Economic Resiliency
(FRESHER) is a pilot study tracking the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on
restaurants, fast food outlets, grocery stores, cafes, bars, pubs, and alcohol retail
stores in Ontario, across all types of communities. The effects of COVID-19 on large-
and small-scale food outlets are expected to last even past the end of the
pandemic. To view these economic and social impacts on these businesses, the
FRESHER project has been conducting surveys of food retail employees and
business owners across Ontario. In addition to this, mapping and in-depth
interviews are also ongoing. By analyzing the collected information and data, the
project aims to answer the following research questions:
1. How has the pandemic affected individual people and impacted
subsequent government and other organizational support programs
and policies?
2. What strategies have businesses and business owners used to adapt
to the pandemic and prevent the closing of their business?
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Introduction
The Food Retail Environment Study for Health and Economic Resiliency
(FRESHER) is exploring the effects of COVID-19 over time on the retail food
environment across urban, suburban, and rural contexts. Evidence from this study
will greatly benefit policymakers as they continue to assess the lasting impacts of
COVID-19 and adjust policy and programs to ensure food security during future
pandemics and emergency situations. This research aims to identify not only the
struggles faced by proprietors of the foods industry and their employees, but also
the strategies and solutions they have created to keep their businesses afloat
during these unprecedented times. The study will also touch base upon
government responses to the COVID-19 public health crisis, and explore how
current policies and programs are contributing to the adaptability of food retail
businesses.




This media analysis summary is based on a sample of 15 news items
regarding labour shortages within the hospitality industry in Canada post COVID-19
pandemic lockdowns, and were drawn from two major databases, namely Factiva
and Google News. The region for each search was set to Ontario first, and then
Canada second, in order to maintain appropriate relevancy of the news items.
Database search limitations were also implemented, if available.
The time frame encompasses the last 15 months, between March 2020 to the
present. A list of key search terms was entered in each database to create a sample
of relevant news items, including COVID-19 pandemic, hospitality/restaurants,
re-opening/re-hiring, lockdowns, and struggles (see appendix, table 1). The search
terms used are based on keywords found within the scope of the FRESHER project
as a whole. Additionally, media limitations were set in all database searches, such
that the key words were to be found only in the titles, headings, headlines, and
introductory paragraphs of news items. Irrelevant media exclusion criteria include
duplicates and republished news content.
Analysis Method
The news items sourced were then combined and organized into a database
via Microsoft Excel, and a summary of each news item was generated (see
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appendix, table 3). Summaries generated from the news media sources have been
systematically reviewed in order to find prevalent responses and themes. The
sample was then further divided and refined by the date reported, and then
categorized under one of the four overarching themes most prevalent in the news
items sample (see appendix, table 2). Themes reflected common vocabulary and
overall portrayed sentiments and attitudes towards the economic recovery post
COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns, and the recent lack of workers to fill vacancies in
the Canadian hospitality industry. Themes and its frequency as portrayed
throughout news media have been noted and presented in a chart format found in
the appendix of this study summary (see appendix, table 3).
Findings
Labour shortage in the food services sector is widespread
One of the many struggles facing the food services sector is the rehiring of
the servers and cooks post-lockdown. Due to nation-wide pandemic lockdowns
forcing the closures of food retail businesses for public health safety concerns,
numerous hospitality workers were found jobless in early 2020. As the number of
COVID-19 cases are gradually decreasing and vaccines steadily rolling out, food
retail businesses are opening up to the public once again, leading to a demand in
finding qualified employees when the former employees are not returning to their
old jobs.
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Many employers, especially in the hospitality industry, have difficulty
searching for employees that fit into their qualifications, namely soft skills such as
dependability, flexibility, and a desire to learn, thus inevitably leading to a labour
shortage. A survey from Harris Poll stated that 59% of Canadian businesses can’t
find qualified workers to fill job vacancies. Some retailers believe that the stumbling
block of hiring qualified workers will exacerbate labour shortages even more in the
long run as they are less willing to hire workers they’ll have to train.
Implementation of government support programs
Implementation of government support programs such as CERB/CESB/CRB
affords the means for workers with lost income to survive the pandemic but with
the repercussions of reducing the incentive for workers to return to work.
Government support programs are the game changer during the lockdown
as well as post-lockdown. It affords many people who lost their jobs the means to
survive during the pandemic. However, some businesses believe that such
programs, especially the Canada Recovery Benefit or CRB for short, contributed to
the widespread labour shortages by mitigating the incentive of returning to work
for many workers.
Food retail businesses made up the second largest portion of job vacancies
behind only the health care sector according to the National Post newspaper. It
gets increasingly more challenging to entice new highly skilled staff to return, let
alone retaining skilled former staff who are willing to stay in the food services
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industry. Labour shortages issue is believed to be influenced partly by the
extension of the CERB or CRB to September 25th as many workers would rather be
on the support programs than returning to their old job. Many people have opted
for new career choices or delay their return to work due to savings they’ve
accumulated from government support programs over the pandemic. One
restaurant owner stated that a lot of people that were working at her restaurant
decided that they’d rather be on CERB than come to work.
Food service workers rethink their career paths.
More than a year into the pandemic, some have found a career/job change,
or are pursuing other interests such as returning to school, etc. Many people are
still wary of the spread of the new COVID-19 variant, while some remain skeptical of
the COVID-19 vaccine efficacy. Many of the food service workers have decided that
this is the best time for them to go back to school or switch to a new career.
People’s lives and circumstances have changed after 18 months of a pandemic,
some are scared of getting sick if they return to work or feel too rusty to get back to
work after being off the job for so long.
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Conclusion
Many in the restaurant industry adapt post-lockdown by shortening the
opening hours, increasing the number of working hours of staff on hand as well as
owners themselves who must put in more hours, and afford incentives for skilled
staff to return by raising the wages and benefits. Some businesses have even tried
to ask the government to halt the support programs altogether in order to
disincentivize people for not returning to work. Currently, some restaurant owners
are scaling back their opening hours as they cannot find enough people to work. It
may be years before the food services industry fully recovers from the COVID-19
pandemic in large part due to labour shortages.
Limitations
There have been several limitations encountered in this study summary. The
reliance on a small sample size of 15 news items may be a problem due to low
statistical power and increase in error margins. In addition, the study area was
restricted to Ontario and Canada, which may have implications on generalizability,
such as in different countries. This study would benefit further with the use of
better statistical analysis tools and implementing interviews and surveys to provide
a more precise study model.
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